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JAMESIAN ECHOES IN \>.ILLIAM STYRON'S 
SET THIS HOUSE ON FIRE 
Rosal.ind Abercrombie Shields 
Abstract 
A SUl"Yey of criticism of William Styron•• Set Thia 
fo~~e on Fire shows a mixed reception. Disappointed 
critics condemned it i'or excessive length and the un-
eonvincing ~ality o~ Cass Kinsolving's redemption. 
.. 
Those who admired the book praised Styron for his fluency, 
narrative skill, and evocative powers, as well c,s for his 
contribution to existential.1st literature. Critics have 
noticed in Set This House on Fire the influence, in slyle, 
subject matter, and philosophy, of Faulkner, Fitsgerald, 
Cam.us, Kierkegaard, Tillich, and the classical tragic 
hero. There has been almost no mention of the influence 
o:f Henry James. This thesis explores the use of Jamesiaa 
themes and narrative techniques in Set This Hou~ on Fire, 
with particular attention paid to Peter Leverett c.s a. 
model of' James's unreliable narrator. The book is also 
examined as cultural conscience, Styron•e indictment 0£ 
a modern Awkward Age. 
-Styron•s novel is set in Italy, :frequently the aceae 
o:f self-realization for James'a characters. The inter-
national theme is presented, but with an intereating 
inversion aa a horde of" evil Americans 4esccnd upon a 
relatively innocent Europe. Jaaea's artists and writer• 
.. 
,. . 
., 
. .. 
.. 
' 
l' . 
. \ : . 
.. 
. 
':· 
-
' J 
• 
-~ 
are reflected in Styron'• 110Yie colony and in the artistie 
interests of the three major characters. Reli~tio11shipe 
among these are also reminiscent of the spiritual canni-
balism seen in certain of James'• characters. In hia 
portrayal of the upper claseea, Henry·Jamea reTealed 
basic savageries beneath their civilized Yeneer. Styron 
constantly suggests human bestialities by the animal 
imagery throughout his novel. Other Jamesian technique• 
used by Styron include the use o1~ suggestive and deecriptiYe 
character names and the use of works of art in a highly 
aymbolic manner. 
The Jamesian conflict between illuaion and reality 
1 ~ is heightened by the use of an unreliable narrator. ~ 
i-
: Peter Leverett is revealed as mentally ulibalanced, and \. 
·~ 
, his interpretations of eYents are necessarily suspect. 
An imperfllect ref·lector wt1ose vision is circumscribed by 
his own personality, Peter imparts a Jamesian ambigui'ty 
to the entire novel. 
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Abstract 
A survey of crit.icism of William Styron's Set Thie 
House on Fire shows a mixed reception. Disappointed 
critics condemned it for excessive length and the un-
convincing quality of Cass Kinsolving's redemption. 
Those who admired the book praised Styron for his fluency, 
narrati·ve skill, and evocative powers, as well &s for bis 
contribution to existentialist literature. Critics have 
noticed in Set This House on Fire the influence, in s)yle, 
subject matter, and philosophy, of Faulkner, Fitzgerald, 
Camus, Kierkegaard, Tillich, and the classic,l trE~gic 
hero. There has been almost no mention of the infl1..1ence 
of Henry· James. This thesis explores the use of Jamesian 
themes and narrative techniques iR Set This House on Fire, 
with particular attention paid to Peter Leverett as a 
model of James's unreliable narrator. The book is also 
examined as cultural conscience, Styron•s indictment of 
a modern Awkward Age. 
Styron's novel is set in Italy, frequently the aceae 
of self-realization for James's characters. The inter~ 
. 
national theme is presented, but with an intere~ting 
inversion as a horde of evil Americans descend upon a 
relatively innocent Europe. James's artists and writers 
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are reflected in Styron's movie colony and in the artistic 
interests of the three major characters. Relationships '-r e 
among these are also reminiscent of the spiritual canni-
balism seen in certain of James's characters. In his 
portrayal of the upper classes, Henry Jcl..llles revealed 
basic savageries beneath their civilized veneer. Styron 
constantly suggests human bestialities by thP. animal 
imagery throughout his novel. Other Jamesian techniques 
. used by Styron include the use of suggestive and descriptive 
character names and the use of works of art in a highly 
symbolic manner. 
The Jamesian conflict between illusion and real.ity 
is heightened by the use of' an unreliable narrator. 
Peter Leverett is revealed as mentally utj,ba.lanced, and 
his interpretations of e~ents are necessarily suspect. 
An imperfect reflector whose vision is circumscribed by 
his O'Wn personality, Peter imparts a Jamesian ambiguity 
to the entire novel • 
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Chapter I 
Critical Appraisal of Set This House on Fire 
When William Styron's second major nov~l, Set Thia 
House on Fire, was published in 1960, it was greeted by 
an anticipatory literary public. Admiration for his 
successful first novel, Lie Down in Darkness (1951), had 
established Styron' s reputation as an importa_nt ;\meri can 
writer. His short novel The Long March (1952) had been 
acclaimed a.s a technical masterpiece. Then, alrno st a 
1 decade 0£ relative silence followed, during which Styron 
"enjoyed the reputation of being his generation's most 
successful non-writer.n2 When Set This House on Fire 
finally did appear, heralded by extensive praise and pub-
J.icity from Random House, it met a disappointing reception, partly because so much had been expected of it as a long-
awaited work to succeed and surpass Lie DoWll in Darknesa. 
An impressive .first novel, Lie Down in Darkness won 
for its twenty-five-year-old author the Prix de Rome of 
the American Academy of Arts and Letters. Lie Down in 
Darkness depicts in Faulknerian terms the disintegration 
of the Loftis family of' Port Warwick, Virginia. Peyton 
Loftis, rejected by her neurotic mother, adored with an 
incestuous love by her weak father, is the victim or ~er 
• • 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
-~ 
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family and herself. The decades of eventa leading up to 
her suicide are retold in a series of skillfully controlled 
flashbacks, all of which occur during a single day when 
her body is brought home for burial. The dual ini'luencea 
of Styron•s Southern background and his acquaintance with 
the novels of William Faulkner are obvious in this novel. 
Styron grew up in Newport News, Virginia, near the towns 
of Portsmouth and Warwick. The memorv of these to~ns is 
.... 
' 
recalled in his portrayal of Port Warwick. Styron excels 
in his lyrical descriptions of Southern scenes. His 
1v1sion of a doomed Southern family shows, through ita 
language and its use of specific themes, the inspiration 
he received from such Faulkner works as The Sound and the 
Fury and As 1 Laz Dying. Styron's creation was, however, 
considered his own, not mere imitation of Faulkner. 
Critical. praise of Lie Down in Darkness included the 
extravagant concession that "Styron, in such aspects aa 
lucidity and :formal control, (ha.s excelled) the master. n3 
The Long March expands, albeit in only 127 pages, 
Styron's vision of a frustrating and tragic universe. 
f The action of this novella, like that of Lie Down in t . 
."t 
,. 
Darkness, is compressed into less than twenty-four houra 
·t 
· ; and describes the ordeal of a thirty-six mile march .. 
foreed upon Marine Reservists in a Carolina camp. The 
rebel hero, Captain Mannix, foreshadows in both naae4 
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and self-inflicted agony the tortured hero of' Set This 
·· .. House on Fire. 
Like its predecessors, Set This House on Fire obae:r·yea 
the classical unity of time. The central events, a rape-
murder and an apparent suicide, occur well within a 
twenty-f'our-hour period. The scene hcs shifted from 
Styron•s South to the Italian town of Sambuco, but the 
three main characters are Americans. Peter Leverett, 
the narrator, has gone to Sambuco to visit his former 
schoolmate Mason F~agg. There he meets Cass Kinsolving, 
an alcoholic non-painter caught in a degrading relation-
ship with Mason. The night of Peter's arrival, an Italian 
peasant girl is raped and beaten. Guilt points to Mason, 
whose lif'eless body is discovered at the foot of a clif'f' 
the next morning. The mystery of the events at Sambuco 
is not solved until two years later, when Peter visits 
Cass in South Carolina, and we realize that the real 
significance of Sa.mbuco was not what happened to Mason, 
but what happened to Peter and to Cass. 
This skeletal synopsis of Set This House on Fire 
gives an unsatisfactory impression of the book. Stripped 
-of its 507 pages of richly evocative prose, imagery, 
philosophy, and social criticism, Set This House on Fire 
appears embarrassingly naked, and this slenderness of 
plot helps explain the reaction of the critic who 
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complained: 
••• beneath the documentary fat that covers the novel, the action hangs on a very slender frame indeed. All Styron essentially has is a situation in which a girl is ra.ped, then murdered, and the rapist is in turn murdered on the false assumption that he is also the girl's murderer.5 
If this were valid criticism, we would have to condemn 
The Old Man and the Sea for being merely the story of 
an old. man who catches a fish. It is this, but reuch 
more.· Similarly, Set This House on Fire is much more 
than the brief plot analysis indicates. 
Initial reaction by critics was generally unfavorable, 
especially in the newspaper and magazine reviewa.6 An 
almost universal object of adverse criticism among thoae 
reviewers who fo11nd fault with the novel was its sheer 
bulk. One critic, writing in an issue of Critique 
largely devoted to articles on Styron's work, lampooned 
:the novel: 
As simple "story,n Set This House on Fire is stretched, stuffed, padded in a variety of willed mechanical ways to give it the apparent scope and poundage of a ''great n novel o There are numerous, often quite gratuitous descriptions or l2ndscape and seascapeo G>. an almost incredibl,e arnount of story-telling--anecdotes, cl1ildhood memories, dreams--most of it, too, gratuitous.? 
In The New York Times, Orville Prescott voiced a similar 
opinion: 
. .. it is on the whole a hollow and windy book that £ails to live up to its own highralutin manners (quotations from Donne, 
6 
~'· 
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meaningless tirades on art, sex, the 
times and seasons). It is also a 
dull and tiresome book that will bore 
most of i~s rgacters into fits of 
exasperation. 
Across the Atlantic, the reviewer in the New Statesman 
complained: 
Set This House on Fire ••• is 500 
closely printed pages long. I wish 
the Americans would stop pursuing 
the will-a-the-wisp of signigicance 
in bulk •••• This book outraged my 
sense of proportion-in-the-novel.~ 
The New Yorker's Donald Malcolm noted the "many pages 
of' indiff'erent prosetrlO and drily commented that 
n ••• Styron manages the unusual feat of stimulating 
the reader's curiosity without ever really arousing hia 
interest."11 A similar reaction was later described 
by Willism Van O'Connor: 
The story itself goes on and on, and 
the reader, half hypnotized by the 
sentences, only slowly realizes th•t 
12 little of any significance is going on. 
The same criticism of the length of Set This House on 
Fire was expressed more politely in the Atlantic MonthlI 
and in America. In the first periodical, Phoebe Adams 
found a danger of redundancy in Cass•s visions, yet 
hopefully acknowledged: 
! 
'v 
Mr. Styron can undoubtedly justify 
every line as a step in the progress 
of Cass Kinsolving from darkness to 
lig!\t, but if this admirable book has 
a weakness, it is in the assumption 
that every step of that progress must be r-ecorded.13 
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In his brief review an America, Joseph G. Dahas succinctly 
observed: 
.. 
' ( 
Like many other writers gifted with an eloquent style, Styron could improve his work by leaving more out of it. Lack of artistic selection becomes a serious fault in this book.14 
This very verbosity was, however, seen as a virtue by 
Gunnar Urang in a perceptive thematic analysis. Urang 
recognized excesses in the novel but gave them a 
defensible raison d'itre: they make the novel "···'thick' ------
and rich ••• evocative of place and personalities. Its 
style is not 'simple and correct,' but often almost 
chaotic and always ready for rhetorical soaring.nl5 
The second major flaw which bothered those dis-
appointed critics who found Set This House on Fire a 
, 
roman manque was Cass Kinsolving's somewhat sudden 
salvation. John Aldridge expressed the reader's 
dilemma when confronted by Kinsolving's rather arbitrary 
and unconvincing redemption: 
At the ve~ end, in the last thirty or so pages, LStyron] hurriedly fabricated an existentialist resolution for Kin-solving' s dilemma, having l1im confront and purge himself of the guilt that has been hounding him throughout the novel •••• But.eo nothing in the action up to those last pages is selected or dramatized in terms of t~g meaning that is made to emerge from them. 
Casa•s existential choice of being produced a similar 
concern in Jerry H. Bryant, who also disputed the 
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credibility of this decision: 
Nothing in what Cass does or says seems 
to have brought him to this conclusio~~ 
It is articulated but not dramatized. t 
In Styron's vision of a world in which man must endure, 
some affirmative conclusion to Set This House on Fire 
is a necessity. Ignoring this necessity, at least two 
critics have wished to deny him this hopeful ending: 
••• I think Cass Kinsolving should have 
been destroyed by Flagg. As Styron 
wrote it, Kinsolving blundered into 
salvation.,18 
Most arbitrary of all is Cass•s aelf-
salvation, his decision to exist, to 
control his life, to have faithe This 
decision is prepared for philosophically--
Set This House on Fire is more or less 
eXistentialist-- but it is not required 
in any Aristotelian sense, does not come 
of dramatic necessity and certainly not 
tragic necessitye If Cass had been 
destroyed instead of savedooo the con-
clusion would have been less affirmative, 
but more plausible. The present ending 
is that of a nineteenth cent~ nove1.i9 
Critical reception of Set This House on Fire was 
·-- --- --- - --
not unrelentingly adverse. There was general agreement. 
that Styron was a master technician, and most reTiewera 
paid tribute to his fluency, his narrative skill, and 
his tremendous evocative powers. In his almost 
consistently fault-finding study of Set This House on 
Fire, John Aldridge does admit that Styronts npurely 
literary instincts are nearly always infallible," 20 
and admires his writing style, "which has been justly 
9 
.. 
-praised for its evocative power and great verbal ingenuity •••• •21 
., 
.. 
. j 
· l 
i 
,. 
This verbal ingenuity is extolled and explicated in the 
Rothberg review of the novel: 
And there is the power of the language, a complicated, sinuous and sometimes even tortuous» prose style filled with expletive and coarseness, subtlety and delicacy, libertinisrn and puritanism, simplicity and complexity, a whirling gyre of language which deals 11-ri th art and literature, landscape and character, ringing the discreet [sicl changes necessary and appropriate for each, and moving easily from humor to seriousness, from humble to grand, from irony to candor. 22 
.The New York Times Book Review had found the novel 
mediocre,23 but Louis D. Rubin was much impressed by 
it, and judged it superior to the more popular Lie 
Down in Darkness. Rubin praised Styron as "the most 
impressive writer of fiction of his generation," and 
declared·that Set This House on Fire was "like nothing 
else that has been written in the past decade, and de-
serves the respectful attention of anyone seriously 
interested in :fiction •..• n24 Another Styron adrnirer 
.. 
saw the book as "the American novel which most completely 
delivers the l950's to us ••• a rendition of national mood 
dramatized in terms of powerful characters of fiction.n25 
Eu1ogizing the novel, this critic exclaimed: 
J 
It is all here, all the ingredients of the American literary achievement and experiment of the past fo-rty-five years, congealed into this single massive statement which will take its place with the other massive literary statements of our times. 26 
\. 
10 
:~ 
• 
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These contrasting opinions of Set This House on Fire 
are, o.f courae, a re.flection o.f the individual personalities ·'·-' 
I 
and prejudices o.f its critics, but they are also an . ' . 
lI1dl-
cation o.f the complexity, richness, and fascination of 
the novel. One consequence of these characteristics 
is the contention of numerous critics that the novel 
lacks meaning, that it is full of sound and .fury, 
signifying nothing. There is ambiguity in the fact 
that this evaluation has been used both to denigrate and 
to elevate. Some critics used it to dismiss Styron and 
Set This House on Fire as insignificant27; others played 
upon this very insignificance and lack of meaning to put 
Styron in the foreground of American existentialists. 
This latter cqtegory includes the authors of much of the 
more significant criticism o.f Set This House on Fire. 
Sidney Finkelstein discussed Cass's cloice of being 
11 
over nothingness as "a completely existentialist statement." 2S 
Ihab Hassan cited the novel as a reminder that nexistential 
~ction has become as indigenous to America as it is to 
Europe." 29 David L. Stevenson recognized Cass Kinsolving'• 
"existential. Angstgeschre1.n30 A persuasive and penetrating 
study of the existentialism in Set This House on Fire was 
done-by Lewis Lawson. Concluding that Cass Kinsolving 
" 
was a Kierkegaardian man of despair, Lawson traced in 
detail Cass's progress through the various stages of 
despair described in Kierkegaard's The Sickness Unto Death • 
• 
l 
,. 
.! 
' 
·_;,. 
:· .. I 
carefully illustrating his thesis that •each foJ'JB of 
despair viewed under the aspect of consciousness can 
be seen in succession in Kinsolving as he searches 
Europe for spiritual peace," 3l Lawson also showed Styron'• 
extensive ~se of Kierkegaardian imagery. 
Two variations of the existentialist theme are 
worthy of mention. Robert Detweiler emphasized the 
existential theology of the novel, with Paul Tillich 
as a theological reference. Detweiler showed how Styron'• 
treatment of Cass's dilemma echoed Tillich in both 
"vocabulary and the sequence of spiritual events." 32 
Cass's er~cial religious experience was his courageoua 
choice of being, which was "both his existential choice 
and the gift of grace. n 33 David D. Galloway- discussed 
Cass Kinsolving as a tragic hero and a hero of the 
absurd, akin to Camus' Sisyphus. A recognition of Styron's 
-hopeful stoicism is implicit in Galloway's vision of the 
affirmative nature of Set This House on Fir&ls doom-
haunted universe. Galloway ranked Styron with those 
contemporary American novelists who expressed the 
"optimistic literature of the absurd rather than the 
pessimistic.• 34 These writers: 
. / 
••• have grappled with the meaningless and with great integrity have suggested paths through the modern wasteland, even if they have not always been able to chart those paths with complete precision • Recognizing the discontinuity of much 
... 
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• modern experience, they nonetheless have seen man's plight in terms of a con-tinuous humanistic tradition.oo& They can express despair without succumbing to it, and they can question and deny the validity of traditional consolations without denying the tr,ditions 
__ of the human spirit. 3 5 
\ 
' In startling contrast to this sublime view of Set This 
House on Fire was the ridicule which Richard Foster 
heaped upon the book: 
The spirit of Hollywood looms and hovers over this absurd book like some Unholy Ghost, giving it its vast Gineramic shape, its hectic vulgar supercoloration, its hollow belting loudness of tone, and its ethos of commercial self-excit.ation. 36 
Marvin Mudrick echoed this deprecia_tion of the novel: -
Styron is ••• no great moralist. Set This House on Fire is a safe and unctuous movie spectacular in the guise of a serious novel •••• It is an ignoble book. 37 
The heterogeneity of these evaluations suggests that 
critical interpretations of the three major characters 
l-1ould be simila.rly diverse. . Cass KinsG>lving has 
:I 
:} received the lion's share of critical attention: he .-:1,. 
has been studied significantly as classical tragic 
hero, existentialist hero of the absurd, Kierkegaardian 
man of despair, and fallen Adam. The impressions he haa 
made have run the gamut from "loud-mouth egotistical 
fake, ;1nd an impossible modern-style bore" 3g to a 
"composite Christ.n39 
I 
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Critical assessment of Mason has been comparatively 
constant. He has been explained as Evil Incarnate, a 
symbol of empty materialism, a monster, and the Antichriat • In a refreshingly original approach to Set This House on 
Fire, Kenneth A. Robb explored M.son as part of the Don 
Juan legend, with specific reference to Mozart's Don 
Giovanni as discussed in Kierkegaard's EitherL.Or. 4-0 
Robb showed in detail how the events of the opera Don 
Giovanni, especially those parts of the recording which Cass played, paralleled and announced the events taking 
place in the novel during the night in Sambuco. 
Only Peter Leverett, the narrator of the story, hae been relatively ignored by the critics. Thoses who do 
mention him usua.lly pigeonhole him as a Fitzgeraldian Nick Carraway 4l type, with perhaps a touch of Conrad'• 
Marlow, and then dismiss him from further serious con-
sideration. Some critics found his presence completely 
unnecessary, and one suggested that the elimination of 
Peter and perhaps 200 pages of unnecessary n1aterial 
cencerning him would have vastly improved the book. 42 
When assessing literary analogues influential in 
the shaping of Styron's style and subject matter, most 
critics have emphasized the Faulknerian influences. 
Styron's lesser indebtedness to Fitzgerald has been 
14 
mentioned above, as has the relationship of his existentialist hero to Camus, Kierkegaard, .nd Tillich. The claaaical. 
• 
.... ·. 
. 
~· 
-~ .. 
'l'' 
,i 
. ., 
J \ 
' 
:. '·\ 
tragic hero has also been cited as a modei for K.insolTing. 
There has been almost no mention or the influence of 
Henry James, although numerous Jamesian themes do occur 
in Set This House on Fire. The purpose of this thesis 
will be to explore the use of Jamesian themes and 
: narrative techniques in Set This House on Fire, with 
particular attention paid to Peter Leverett .s a model 
o.f James' s unreliable narrator. A secondary ain1 will 
• be to show Set This House on Fire as cultural conscience, 
Styron 1 a indictment of a modern Awkward Age • 
\ 
• 
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Chapter II 
Jamesian Themes and 1~arrati Te Techniquee 
in Set This House on Fire 
Part o.r a sermon by John Donne is quoted as an 
epigraph to Set This House on Fire. Thia quoted passage 
is the source o.r the novel's title and provides .n 
explanation 0£ the torments of Cass. Before affirming 
that the worst damnation is to be eternally secluded 
.from the sight o:f God, Donne spoke of God's aysteri.oua 
ways of reaching a man: 
••• that that God, who, when he could 
not get into me, by standing, and 
~ocking, by his ordinary meane~ of 
entring, by his Word, his mercies, 
hath applied his judgements, and 
shaked the house, this body, with 
agues and palsies, and set this house 
on fire, with fevers and caJ.entures, and 
frighted the Master of the house, my 
soule, With horrors, and heavy appre-
hensions, and so made an entrance into ae ••• 1 
The immediate application of this passage is its 
.foreshadowing of the sufferings of' Cass Kinsolving, 
-who has denied his God, shaken his mind and body with 
alcoholic abuse, and £led across Europe in an attempt 
to escape his own sense of' guilt and his grief over 
the existence of evil in an imperfect world. The horrora 
and heavy apprehensions 'Which assail Cass's mind before 
he reaches his f'inal atate of grace are his alcoholic 
,-
'& 
... 
• > 
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... 
hallucinations and terrifying apocalyptic visions ot dooa. 
The house of the book's title has multiple mansions. 
Not only is it indicative of Cass's physical body, but it 
symbolizes the United States today. Set This Houee on Fire 
is a profound examination of the contemporary American 
conscience. Though its three central characters meet in 
Italy and their drama unfolds in a foreign land, they are 
Americans and significant national exponents. Cass Kin-
solving, the protagonist, agonizes over his helplessness 
to defy the evil in himself and in a melevolent universe 
which he believes is regarded by an uncaring or equally 
helpless God. Peter Leverett, the unbalanced narrator, 
is an observant Everyman, searching for his own identity. 
Mason Flagg, about whom the plot ostensibly revolves, is 
th.e least important of these three: the human eabodiaent 
of an age of corrupting materialism. A static character 
himself, Mason is a strategic moral catalyst for Cass and 
Peter, whose individual histories provide stark portraits 
o:f members of a lost American generation w2ndering through 
a moral desert. In search of their oasis they journey to 
Europe, traditionally the locale to which innocent and 
ignorant Americans gravitate :for experience and knowledge. 
• 
· The title Set This House on Fire has signi.ficance on 
yet another level. The house, representing all humanity, 
I,- expresses Styron•s concerned view of the human condition.. 
His is a deeply troubled, but ultimately optimietic, outl.ook • 
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The novel is divided int·o Wo parts. The .four 
chapters of' the first part deal primarily With Peter, 
and the six subsequent chapters tell the story of Case. :-:;"" 
No sharp division exists between the two histories since 
the stories converge towards a common climax and are 
recollected by Peter and Cass two years later in South 
Carolina. Neither has yet taken full cognizance of the 
events which they assist each other in reQalling &nd 
interpreting. Each is dapending upon the other to proYide 
the key to his own private riddles (p.51). 2 
Their mutual search for self-understanding leads 
each to explore the depths o.f his own relationship with 
Mason Flagg, a corrupt and corrupting American playboy. 
Peter had met Mason in prep school and had been fascinated 
by Mason's "wealth, his glamorous connections, his premature 
ease with the things of the flesh" (p.74}. Years later 
Peter f'ound himself' still strangely drawn to Mason. Ready 
.to return to America af'ter several years abroad, Peter 
received an invitation to visit Mason in Sambuco, Italy, 
and,. moth-like, sped toward him. In Mason's entourage, 
Peter met Cass, an aleoholic American painter bent on 
self'-destruction and trapped in a servile and debaaed 
relationship with Mason. Before Peter coul.d begin to 
analyze the strange and unreal world which con.fueed hia 
in Sambuco, a double tragedy added to the mystery and 
nightmare horror: an Italian peasant girl was raped and 
. " 
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beaten; blamed ror the crime was Mason, now an apparent 
suicide. 
The unreality 0£ the events leading up to this 
tragedy is emphasized by the Jamesian conflict between 
illusion and reality as well as by the confusion in 
chronology as it is retold. Cass and Peter retrace the 
events, each from a singularly distorted viewpoint. 
Peter has been catapulted into the story and sees the 
,ending before the beginning. Cass's memory is clouded 
by alcoholic amn~sia and a desire to forget. He and 
Peter constantly relate their significant dreams and 
hallucinations. Peter adds to the mystery and ambiguity 
in his r~le as narrator.· Although he tries to present 
himself as a sober and stable observer, one feels inclined 
to distrust his interpretations and his observations. 
Peter is an enigma, kin to Henry James's unreliable 
narrators. 
As suggested by Mason's implication in the death o~ 
Francesca (the Italian peasant), there is a reversal of 
the typical international theme as portrayed by Henry James. 
Although James' s ambiguity makes it difi'icult to analyze 
the American conf'ronta.tion 0£ Europe in unequivocal terms, 
his international tales generally do contrast American 
innocence with European evil and experience. In Set Thia 
House on Fire the opposite occurs: a horde of evil Americana 
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descend upon a relatiTely innocent Europe. The opening 
paragraphs of the novel describe Sambuco as untouched 
by World War II. Peter suggests: 
Possibly it was just this remoteness, this unacquaintance with war and with the miserable acts of violence which are its natural aftermath, that made the events of that recent summer seem to everyone so awesome ancl shocking. (p. 4) 
This is the inversion of the international theme in which 
Henry James's innocent Americans are subject to corruption 
• 
as well as enrichment by a worldly Burope. Materialistically 
advanced Americans invade the rural simplicity of Sambuco • 
These Americans do not have to make a trans-Atlantic 
voyage to become initiated into evil; they carry the 
seeds of their discontent with them, and their corruption 
is contagious. It is significant that when the European 
owner eees the irreparable damage done to his beautifu1 
tile floors by heavy camera equipment, his anger evaporates 
at the mention of payment (p. 97). The drug tl1at offers 
hope £or the life of the dying Michele is, however, an 
American product, obtained through an American PX. 
Overwhelmed by Michele's plight, Cass recognizes that 
"whatever else he might say against his native land, 
there wouad not be this particular grose wrong and insult 
to mortal flesh" (p. 418). When Cass's child ia al.most 
run OTer by a motorscooter on the road to Sambuco, Peter 
indignantly berates Italians, only to hear Cass calmly 
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explain: "That wasn't no Italian. That was one of the 
flicker creeps. I think he comes from Iowayn (p. 46). 
In contrast with the tremendous impact which Europe 
mai:es upon James's American pilgrims, the Americans in 
Set This House on Fire remain singularly untouched by 
.Iii 
the European experience. An insulation of their American 
culture protects them .from contact with the Europeans 
whom they generally ignore, except for necessary services. 
During his stay in Rome, Peter longs for American a.ilk; 
Mason's entourage at Sambuco subsists on the products 
available at the Naples commissary. Only Cass, who 
significantly discovers a natural aptitude for lsnguagea, 
has the desire and the ability to communicate with the 
Europeans. Most o.f the characters who interact in the 
Italian locale are Americans and intensely reflect 
American culture and civilization. Old ·world-New World 
polarities are superficially heightened by the contrast 
between the impoverished Italian peasants whoee civilization 
has been economically surpassed by that of the af'fluent, 
though morally vacuous, Americans. These apparent polarities 
are, however, deceptive. Universalities obliterate national 
differences when Cass perceives that the smell 0£ poTerty 
is the same in an Italian peasant's hut as in a Virginia 
Negro sharecropper's cabin. Luigi, the Italian policeaan, 
is taught by Cass to look at an Italian peasant with 
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compassion. It is Luigi who assures Casa: "··· the {t, 
vulgarity of our age is not confined to America, you 
see. It is a world phenomenon" (p. 344). The sin of 
moral aridity amidst corrupting affluence may seem more 
prevalent in the United States, but this does not mean 
that Americans are any poorer spiritually than Europeans. 
It simply indicates that the post-war, poverty-stricken 
Italian peasants are less able to afford the luxu.ry of 
such a sin. When the truth emerges, Mason is guilty of 
neither suicide nor Francesca's murder. Cass killed 
Mason, and Francesca was beaten to death by a fellow 
Italian, the idiot Saverio. 
Henry James frequently selected Italy as the scene 
of self-realization for his characters, and Styron has 
made a similar choice in Set This House on Fire. James's 
artists and writers are reflected in Styronrs movie colony, 
and in the three major characters. Mason appears as a 
dilettante; Cass is an artist; and Peter confesses that 
he wanted to become a composer. The movie colony which ~-
enjoys Mason's largesse is a modern manipulation of Jamea'e 
theme of parasites in society. Peter realized in New York 
how easily he could be owned by Mason, and Cass bartered 
his soul for liquor and food supplied by Mason. Mason 
thus typifies the spiritual cannibalism with which Jamee'• 
22 
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spiritual cannibalism is more subtle but still quite 
powerful in Peter. He is James's meddler type par 
excellence. His legal job in Rome was most appropriately 
with a government relief agency, and throughout the novel 
-~ he persistently extracts Cass' s story with a leech-like 
intensity. 
The highly symbolic function of works of art in 
James also reappears in Set This House on Fire, but 
with a shift from the visual to the auditory. In the 
writings of Henry James, paintings, sculpture, and 
architecture are not mere background scenery, but are 
intricately wedded to the action of the story. 4 Styron, 
who has declared his inability to appreciate visual art,5 
makes music serve a highly symbolic function in Set This 
House on Fire. As noted above, Styron uses Mozart's 
Don Giovanni to parallel and announce the action of the 
novel. The song nWb_at's the Matter with this \•Jorld?" 
(pp.121-122) has a similarly expressive function. The 
imagery of sound has a signi£icant role throughout the 
book. 6 
James portrayed the upper classes, but he reTealed 
• 
• 
the basic savageries and coarsenesses under their civilised 
veneer. 7 Human bestialities are constantly suggested by 
the animal imagery so prevalent in Set This House on Fire. 
This tone is eet by the song Cass is singing when Peter 
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first encounters him: 
Oh, we went to the animal fair, All the birds and the beasts were there; Carleton Burns was drunk by turns And so was Alice Adair. (p. 41) 
Cass is described as "full of booze and blind as a batff (p. 55), na blind and incapacitated bull" (p.119), "a 
shambling burly bearn (p.186), and "a tormented bear" 
. (p.32.0). When Mason officiates as "circus ringmaster" (p.185) over Cass's "trained-seal act" (p.127), he demands 
that Cass tell the audience his "pedigree" (p.186). After 
a berserk escapade in Rome, Cass "convalesced, for three days grazing like a sick cow upon the ragged eeges of 
sleepn ·cp.313). 
When Peter met Mason's statuesque mistress, Roeem&rie, he was impressed by her ngir&tfe-like promenade" (p.60), 
and later watched as Mason accused her of slobbering over 
the New Yorker "like a basset hound" ( p. 62) • ·vir1en the 
director Cripps approached Rosemarie, Peter felt her come 
. "electrically alive ••• like a mare" (p.108). Introduced }. to Cass, Rosemarie gave na sort of whinnyn (p.381) • . -~ 
Peter realized Saverio was "mindless as a chicken• (p.68), watched him loaded with luggage "like a packhorse• (p.69), and heard his "porcine grunts" (p.95). In a New 
-~ York encounter, Peter met the Pennypackers, who were 
ttlike a pair of caged foxes ••• with feral, glittering 
eyes" (p.134). Also in New York, he blundered upon Mason 
.e. 
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and Carole, nnaked as pullets" {p.145). 
In Sambuco, just before he was offered a bowlfu1 o~ 
peanuts, Peter noticed a trio on a sofa. One stifled a 
• 
yawn, another straightened his spectacles, and the third 
adjusted her earrings. Peter was struck by their resemblance 
to "those three little Oriental apes, mute, deaf, and blind 
to all evil ••• " (p.102). From a balcony, Peter observed 
the movie colony clustered around the swimming pool, "like 'l"c._ 
a herd of beasts around a water hole" (p.120). 
Peter himself is not wholly untouched by the an.imal 
qualities he observes in others. A leveret is a you,ng 
hare, so Peter Leverett is revealed as Peter Rabbit, 
with a reminder of his own evolutionary origins implicit 
in his very name. 
Henry James made significant use of the narrative 
technique which Styron employed in selecting Peter's 
name. James gave his characters names with a suggestiTe 
and descriptive function. One might suspect a spiritual 
kinship between these two authors with the audacity to 
inflict their characters with such names as Fleda Vetch 8 
and Rosemarie de La.£ramboise. An examination of character 
names in Set This House on Fire shows StyronTs extensive 
use of this Jamesian technique. Mason Flagg connotes the 
character's flamboyance and the effedt he has shaping the 
lives of others. One of the stones this mason quarries 
" 
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is obviously named Peter. Mason's father, Justin Flagg, ~· 
~· suggests his martyred namesake by his stoic endurance of 
,;. 
the wif'e he recognizes as na common drunk and a moron" (p.92) and the son he acknowledges as "a contemptible 
swine" (p.92). Mason's mother, "Wendy-dear,n is empty-
minded and loquacious. In Sambuco the Swiss-Italian 
landlord is "Windgasser ••• flatulent as his name" (p.70), 
the village idiot bears the sadly ironic label "Saverio,n 
and Francesca belongs to the poverty-stricken Ricci £amily. Cass, bearer of the symbolic surname Kinsolving, is 
likened to Oedipus and tries to solve the riddles of 
mankind. 
The £unction 0£ a character's nam.e has additional 
lconsequences in the case of Peter. As narrator he 
initially introduces himself: "My name is Peter Leverett• (p.4). His own uncertainty concerning his identity is 
comically accentuated by a repeated confusion concerning his name. When Poppy Kinsolving, Cass's wi£e, meets Peter, 
she insists upon calling him "Mr. Levenson" (pp.38-43). 
Peter has not outgrown his schoolboy attraction to Mason 
and still responds to Mason's call for "Petesyt1 ( p. 58). 
At Sambuco, Mason's Rosemarie de Laframboise begins by 
~; 
' 
using the do~ble name, Peter Leverett, each time she addresses Mason's old friend (pp.61-63). To Garfinkel, a guest whom Peter met at a New York party, Peter remained "Levitt" (p.144) • 
• 
• 
I 
I 
I, 
i 
\ 
I 
.• 
.,. 
J 
., 
}· 
., 
.\ 
> 
i 
( 
: } 
On Mason's seventeenth birthday, Peter witnessed an. 
oysterman and his friend break into the Flagg home to · 
get revenge upon Mason for the rape of the oysterman•a 
_weakminded thirteen-year-old daughter. In this crisis 
~son's bravado deserted him. Peter watched Mason's 
cowardly retreat, and then, With dawning horror, he: 
••• realized with warm sinking panic 
in (his] entrails that the two men, 
their eyes now level upon (him], 
thought (he] was Mason. (p.90). 
This confusion concerning Peter's identity is one more 
example of Styron's extensive use of the Jamesian theme 
of appearance versus reality. 
The length of Set This House on Fire, and the inclusion 
of seemingly endless descriptions of Cass's dreams, halluci-
nations, and past experiences, cause the novel to appear 
somewhat chaotic and extremely rambling. This is in apparent 
contrast to the careful structure in the work of Henry 
James, whose intense concern with technique, as well as 
content, is well-known. A careful study of Set This House 
on Fire does, however, illuminate Styron's own technical 
skill and careful structuring. Cass's long recital of a 
euphoric vision he experienced in Paris seems mostly 
superfluous, especially the detailed description of the 
ladybugs he watched on the elephant vines at his Window: 
These shiny harmless little ladybugs--
the French have a wonderful name for 
them, betes l Bon Dieu--they were 
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swarming all oTer the leaves, so that when I bent closely down to watch them, watching these spotted black backs and russet-colored glossy wings, v1i th the great green leaves behind, they looked iike some strange surrealistic armadillos crawling through a jungleo A big golden spider had built a web in the crotch of one 0£ the vines, and I wondered why she hadn't trapped any of the ladybugs, until I remembered that ladybugs are supposed to secrete a smell or something that's repulsive to spiders. (p.256) 
Even this meandering monologue has meaning when one 
recalls the nursery rhyme: 
Ladybug, ladybug, Fly away homel Your house is on fire And your children all gone. 9 
The rhpe describes exactly Cass's plight at that moment 
in the story. His "house't is on fire, and his· children 
are all gone, since Cass, in a rage, has just driven the• 
and Poppy out of the Paris apartment. Casa eTentually 
does rollow the advice to fly away home when he achieves 
spiritual redemption, or at least equilibrulm, and returns 
to the United States. 
The episode about the dog who is half-crushed beneath 
the tires of a bus, yet hangs on to li:fe despite the futile 
efforts of Dr. Caltroni to put him out of his misery by 
beating him to death, is a vignette which Case, in his 
despair, interprets as the plight of humans created by a 
non-omnipotent God. He tries to explain to Luigi that 
God is powerless to deliver His creatures from their 
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living pain: 
He is beating us, yet merciful1I--··· Why is it then ••• when we erase one disease another comes to strike us down! Is it not His own feeble way o~ trying to get rid of us? (p.358) 
A valid case can be made to advance Styron's 
meticulous effort to give a genuine raison d'etre 
-for every minl_l..te detail and lengthy ttctigression." ~-
~fn:-:~hi~ he approaches James' s involvement in the 
craft of fiction. James's language reflects the 
literary style of his era. Styron uses the idiom of 
his time so specifically that many of the expressions 
of his bharacters are dated and have become obsolete a 
decade later. This is particularly true of the prep-school 
b-anter that characterises Mason's conversations with Peter. 
A coincidental correspondence wxists between James 
and Styron in their apparent unwillingness to present 
physical sexual relationships. Despite all the talk 
of sex in Set This House on Fire, this is never presented 
normally or realistically, as if the author were at ease 
with this subject. Although Casa and Poppy have four 
chi~en, their relationship shows no elements of sexual 
desire. Cass never violates his Francesca. Mason pre-
ferred group sex, picked a retarded child £or his first 
sexual partner, ignored his wife, staged his sexual 
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conquests so that Peter would blunder upon the "parforaance.• 
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and was suspected of homosexuality by Cass. Styron, in 
spite of frequent talk of pornography, rape, orgies, and 
Mason's "pne11matic'' mistresses, has no eTen mildly erogenous 
scenes in his book. Even Peter's notice of a hidden erotic 
scene in the painting in his hotel room creates the impression 
that this is no more than a self-administered Rorschach test 
to reveal more about Peter. 
Peter is the most ambiguous character in the novel. 
Not only have most critics failed to see him as an enigma, 
but they have :frequently ignored him as merely an unimportant 
mechanism for telling the story. The purpose of the final 
chapter will be to focus attention on this narrator, who 
consciously and unconsciously llluminates and obscures 
the truth throughout Set This House on Fire. 
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Chapter III 
Styron'8 Unreliable Narrator 
Much evidence, albeit circumstantial, can be advanced 
to show a link between Set This House on Fire and the 
themes a.nd narrative techniques of Henry James. 'I1he 
most fertile area of investigation to establish a definite 
Jamesian influence is the narrator, Peter Leverett. As 
mentioned above, he is James's meddler-type and is an 
unreliable observer and reflector. Many of James's 
... 
, stories are narrated by na profoundly confused, basically 
self-deceived, or even wrong-headed or vicious reflector.• 1 
This chapter willl1undertake to show that all of these 
descriptions, to varying degrees, apply to Peter Leverett. 
At the beginning of the book, Peter catalogues hie 
characteristics and claims to be"••• in good health ••• 
possessing no romantic glint or cast.,. given to orderly 
habits ••• something 0£ a square ••• " (pp.4-5). He follows 
a respectable occupation as a lawyer, asserts that he ia 
"constitutionally unable to scrabble and connive ••• a 
realist" (p.5), and then carefully promlses to describe 
Mason's ending "in al.lits necessary truth" (p.5; italica 
,. 
mine). The self-portrait he paints is that of a somewhat 
dull, solid citizen. This image is rapidly shattered aa 
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Peter refers to the "incessant dreams of treachery and 
betrayal-- dreams that lingered all day long" (p.5), 
which plagued him a.rter the emotional shock of Mason's 
death·. 
It seems that this unbalanced state af£licted Peter 
before Mason's tragedy. His drive £rom Rome to Sambuco 
is marked by a sense of nameless horror and impending 
doom. Peter leaves the Eternal City at ·night and rushes 
frantically southward through a country where all is 
"black as deathn (p.25). He experiences a feeling of 
isolation: 
I began to feel strictly alone, and except tor the noise of the car to remind me other-wise, adrift in a boat, rudderless and with-out course upon a black and starlit ocean. (p.26) 
.Later Peter is sensitive to a hostile environment: 
fThe sun's] fire settled down upon the close by stood fields of blighted corn trees in windless, shriveling groves. 
hills: 
and 
(p.27) 
The road's traffic impresses Peter as tta devil's pageant 
of vehicles" (p.27). He almost skids into "an epidemic 
·or sheepn (p.27). A speeding black car nearly hits him. 
The tension builds until Peter smashes into a motorscooter 
and sends Luciano di Lieto into a death-like coma that 
lasts for the years that it takes Peter to come to his 
own awakening. 
The accident reveals Peter's irrational beharlor and 
disintegration under pressure. Succumbing to the accuaationa 
• 
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. of di Lieto's grandmother, who tries to blame Peter for 
· the bombings of World War II, Peter finds himself shouting his innocence, "abruptly and uproariously and on the verge 
of tears" (p.35). Peter's disori0nta_tion increases when 
he reaches Sambuco and stumbles onto a film set. As the 
· assistant director berates him, Peter loses control and 
discovers himself howiling hysterically. He recalls the 
incident for Cass: 
\ 
-
\ In the wilting heat minute orange globes of hysteria exploded before my eyes and I heard my voice bubble up and upward, precariously pitched and rabid •••• (p.57) 
After this experience Peter encounters Mason and they sit down for a drink. Peter's reaction is bizarre. As he 
later telis Cass: 
Three gulps of beer, which had rocked me like dynamite, brought new lunatic dimensions to my exhaustion •••• (p.62) 
Unable to get Mason to listen to his story of the accident, 
Peter hears his own "voice rising whiny, petulant, &nd ·. 
objectionable" (p.65) and notices himsel£ regressing to 
na tone of prep-school bickering" (p.65). It is not long before Peter realizes he is "profoundly drunk from half a 
beer, (his) bones like jelly from fatigue, an ominous 
ticketing sounding in [his) ears, and, like some stricken diabetic, bizarrely lurching everywhere ••• " (p.67). 
The shock of the accident on the road to Sambuco doea 
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not adequately explain Peter's extreme exhaustion, which 
" is an abnormal reaction for a young man "just past thirty, 
in good health" (p.4). Even before the collision, after 
he had driven south from Rome for several hours, he succumbed 
to this complete depletion of energy: "All of a sudden 
34 
exhaustion smote me like a fist. I came to a dead halt" (p.26). 
One wonders why he began his trip late at night, after 
a tiring day, since he had no time-schedule to meet. His 
• 
emotions upon leaving his rented room are somewhat suspect, 
too. He was saddened that the room "seemed to be giving 
[him] up with the identical unconcern with which it had 
received (him) three years before" (p.23}. Peter also 
attributes human emotions to the city: 
... I felt that Rome, too late, was 
finally intelligible to me, offering 
me at my departure no reproach at all, 
but only a tolerant, valedictory, and 
many~eyed wink, in its vast immortal 
patience with the barbarians of the earth, 
of which I was only the most recent. (pp.23-24) 
Peter is a barbarian in the classic sense, since he 
is a foreigner in Rome. The modern definition of barbarian 
is also applicable to him. His extreme self-concern often 
results in his barbarous treatment of others. 
Introduced to the movie director Cripps, one of the 
more compassionate characters in the novel, Peter's egotism 
causes him to deliver what he must consider a clever co1tt.hient, 
and what he must hope will help provide his entr8e into the 
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coterie of movie stars. "Cripps has just asked about 
Wendy. As a schoolboy, Peter had been fascinated by 
Mason's mother. Recalling the day they celebrated 
Mason's birthday, Peter described Wendy: 
To me Wendy had never looked so devastating as she did that day, all sheen and gold and radiance; with a saucy wink for me, prankishly tousling Mason's hair, breathing soft phrases of flattery a.nd devotion to both of 1-1s, she seemed hardly a mother at all but some grovm-up Dulcinea possessing both sexual allure and incalculable wisdom. (pp.78-79) 
Now, responding to Cripps' query, Peter is devoid of 
loyalty and charity, and snipes: "'The last I heard she 
was still lushing it up down on the farm' 11 ( p .116) • 
Peter's disloyalty to for1ner friende2 is also seen 
in his short comments on girls he has dated. In Rome 
his involvement seemed quite shallow: 
I had two or three girls during that time--a girl named Ginevra, and then one named Anna Maria, and toward the end, 9erhaps as some augury of the end of my expatriation, a junior from Smith College with wonderful black eyes--eoo (pp.20-21) 
His ex-tiancee merits only brief' mention: "Her name was 
,Annette, and she was beautiful and rich, besidee" (p.6). 
Peter's selrishness and materialism are apparent 
when he bitter1y complains to Cass about the accident 
in which he seriously injured di Lieto: 
"••• God kilows I'm sorry I laid him out like I did, I don't want him to suffer any more than his crazy old grandmother does, but after all I~m no milliona1re 
.. 
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and every time I think of this peasant smashing my front end like this--I'm not insured for that kind of damage and God knows what it'll cost me--every time I think of that it burns me upl" (p.42) 
When Peter watches Mason's degrading exploitation 
of Cass, he suddenly displays an uncharacteristic burst 
of altruism and moves to protect Cass: 
For an instant I saw myself in that same position--clownish, prostrate, and dis-honoredo I sprang to his side--beaten there by Alonzo Cripps, who, pulling Cass to his feet, supporting him, looked at Mason with black loathing. (p.191) 
After this act of defiance and coirpassion, Peter blurts 
inadequately his final words to Mason: "You and your 
goddam phony buffalo!" (p.192) Peter moves into Cass'a 
quarters, a scene of nanarchic housekeeping and grubby 
disorder" (p.192). He feels no compunction about living 
off the Kinsolvings, yet is reluctant to give in return. 
Entering the Kinsolvings' rooms the day of Mason's death, 
Peter ransacks the nearly empty icebox and makes himself 
a meal of bread, cheese, and a Coca-Cola laced with 
infants' vitamin drops. He has devoured the only .food 
in the house, but it never occurs to him to go out for 
groceries. Poppy returns home with four £amished and 
exhausted children. She puts them to bed bungry and 
then leaves them in Peter's care while she makes a brier 
trip to the jail to see i£ the absent Cass is there. Peter's 
rtcious selfishness is inescapable as he refuses responai-
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bility for the Kinsolving children: 
I went downstairs and got my luggage togethero I could hear the children brawling in a bedroom: to hell with them, I thought, they could take care of themselves. (pp.236-237) 
The previous night Peter had accompanied Cass on hie hike to the village of Tramonti, where Michele lay dying. 
Peter's exposure to the misery and abject povert-:l of 
Italian peasants depressed him with"& deep sense of 
f'ailure and loss" (p.215) in his own life, and his 
precarious emotional balance reduced him to "blubbering 
against a tree" (p.215). 
Other examples illustrate his disintegrating ability 
to remain rational. Awakening from a long nap, he was 
.. 
struck by a sense of disorientation. Belatedly, he realised: 
••• I had been holding my stiff neck at an angle, causing woman, street, and sky · to slant, and I painfully untilted it. (p.218) 
The blow of learning of Mason's death threatened Peter's 
sanity: 
••• I found myself forcing back in my throat a bubble of bereft and crazy laughter. I .calmed myself. nr don't know," I said. nr think I'm going mad.rt (p.223) 
Pleading to see Mason's body, Peter was questioned concernin.g his relationship to the dead man. He considered the "two 
swift boyhood years, plus a week, plus those last feYerish hours ••• " and replied "I've known him all my life" (p.226). 
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Then, de.fending the dead man, Peter asserted: 
n ••• He was no devil." But I didn't know. 
They seemed to be talking about a total 
stranger. Over my drooping consciousness, 
like a shawl, I felt descending a kind of 
blessed unbelief, and I heard a strumming 
ip. my ears which I thought mi.ght be the 
first onslaught of dementia. (p.228) 
With Mason, a part of Peter had died, and his subsequent 
conversations with Cass back in America are a :soul-searching· 
post-mortem of their relationship. 
When the adult Peter, prior to leaving .for Europe, 
::. had encountered Mason in New York ten years after their . .{ I . 
St. Andrew's friendship, he had neatly analyzed his 
attraction to Mason. Considering the typically American 
: distrust of warm friendships between those of the scme r,· 
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sex (p.136), Peter rejected any homosexual taint to hie 
connection with Mason. He decided that Mason entertained 
him and that Mason's corruption allowed him (Peter) to 
experience a safely vicarious thrill {p.136). In New York 
Peter rapidly regressed to his schoolboy attachment to 
Mason. He led no life of his own, but tagged along af'ter 
Mason and let his rich friend entertain him and treat him. 
Some realization of his own weak prostitution of his 
individuality did occur to Peter: 
More than once I wondered whether--if I 
had not already planned to go abroad--it 
might not be possible to remain under Mason's 
aegis for the rest of my days, and the thought 
gave me a shiver8 Because if I susoected that 
there was lust for a kind of ownership in 
.... these big gestures of Mason's, I also realized 
.... 
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with some shame that my willingness to be 
owned was stronger than I ever wanted to admit. {p.149) 
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One wonders if Peter is an alter-ego f'or F.lagg. The 
oystermen did think he was Mason. In New York, he was 
immediately captivated by Mason's wife and fell in love 
With her, "in a distant hopeless way .•. " ( p .157). When 
Mason put his arm around Celia, Peter suffered "a spasm 
of envious pain" (p.159). He spent as much time as 
possible with Mason and Celia: 
I had to some extent moved in on Mason, 
using my apartment only to sleep in; I 
breakfasted with Mason and Celia, had 
l.unch with them, and with the two of 
them I spent long and lazy afternoons. 
A rather sedate and platonic mena~e a 
trois it was.... (p. 57T 
Up to this point in their relationship, Peter has, in 
essence, vic&riously experienced Mason's life. This 
aspect of Peter dominates Richard Foster'e interpretation 
of Sty~on's narrator: 
.••• Styron fails to make Leverett anything 
,more than a leech, uncleanly living his 
own unlived emotional life on 1'l1E1son ts 
nerves~ Leverett has the instincts of 
the voyeur--he wants hotly to see every-
thing, and what he can 1 t see he craves to 
have described to him. When we don't feel 
him as absolutely unsavory, we at least 
£eel him as unreal. 2 . 
Peter•s ambiguity is underlined by the stark contrast 
between the impression he makes upon Foster and that upon 
David Galloway, who considers him "the only uncorrupted 
male character in the book.n 3 
Most critics see only a functional. rol.e for Peter • 
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Phoebe Adams believes his chief' function is "to permit 
the author to tell his story with a Conradian indirection 
that extracts every poss· l~'twitch of suspense from a 
/ 
plot equally complicate 
Robert Gorham Davis sees 
/ 
in fts psychology and its action.• 4 
\~ 
Peter Leverett a5 Styron's alter 
ego,5 and Melvin J. Friedman agrees: 
Styron falls back on the single narrator, 
Peter Leverett, who seems to represent 
him in the novel although he does not 
in any sense have6the assured omniscience of the novelist. 
! Charles Fenton f'inds Peter to be "a model of Jamesian -i>i ,. ., 
\:1 
! . central intelligence.7 Fenton thinks Peter is "sufficiently 
~. 
J ordinary so that his attitudes and responses are in no l . .: A;f 
,(:, 
-S 
f way speeia1,n8 and consequently ignores Peter's complexity ,\, . i,_ 
,r, ., 
· as a Jamesian ambiguous narrator. The intense interest 
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Peter took in the lives of both Mason and Cass is ignored 
in the. analysis by David Galloway: 
Peter Leverett, the fairly detached observer 
0£ the results of the two acts of horror 
which occurred on that day. Leverett serves ••• 
{as] synthesizer and commentator .••• provide(s1 
the catalyst which induces Cass Kinsolving to 
fill in the gaps in his own knowledge oI that 
day in Sambuco and offer(s] a passive but 
critical commentary on the other characters. 9 
Louise Y. Gossett suggests that the South is represented 
by Peter Leverett in his relationship With the Northern 
playboy, Mason Flagg, and in Peter's judgments on the 
violence in the novel. 10 
Another approach to the mystery of' Peter is offered 
' 
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••• it wa.s Peter ••• who grew up with Mason Flagg, who was exposed through him to the delusion of artistic self-fulfillment through ."experience,'' instead of b1r artistic creativity itself, who was progressi vel~r tempted by r"~ason Flagg's advocacy of false godsQQ&O 11 
This experience o.f Peter prepares the reader to accept 
Cass's inability to paint and his bondage to Mason. 
Peter's experience is transferred to Cass and helps to 
create Cass's characterization. Rubin concludes that 
"(d)~amatically, psychologically ••• (Cass and Peter] 
are one and the same person •••• Peter Leverett ••• 
becomes Cass Kinsolving.n 1 2 This idea is supported 
by Peter's realization in Sambuco: 
••• Mason ••• actually disliked me as much as I did him. Each of us had chan~ed, at last, beyond recapture. (p.184) 
Mason no longer needs Peter. He has a new possession 
to play with and control, as Peter subsequently acknowledges: 
Mason had Cass, had him securely in hand, just as in an entirely different but no less impregnable way--up until this night, at least--he had had me EJ i\.nd as I looked at Cass, and as then I looked at J'r1ason--at that slick, arrogant, sensuEtl,, impeni-tently youthful, American and vainglorious £ace to which I had paid for so long my guilt-laden fealty--I shuddered at the narrowness of my escape, and at my ignoranceo (p.190) 
Cass has supplanted Peter in his obvious slavish bondage 
to Mason. Peter's anguish at Mason's death indicates, 
howe:ger, that he has not completely exorcised !1 ason rs -
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!U'.; influence over him, and this demon 0£ his soul. accompanies 
f',_ him back to America. 
~~ 
:., Peter's motivation to come to Europe had included a 
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hope of gaining experience and maturity: 
••• --aware of how stupidly and impossibly and absurdly young we remain in this land--I thanked God I was leaving Mason and going to Europe... (p.172) 
Now, his decision to return to his homeland is made for 
· reasons that typically affect the American expat1,,ia.t e in 
; 
literature. After four years in Europe Peter admits to 
himsel£: 
I had come to the point where I sensed that my roots, such as they were, must be replanted in native soil or shrivel away completely. (p.19) 
This was the fate that threatened James's Europeanized 
Americans. Winterbourne, unable to understand Daisy 
Miller, was aware that "he had lived at Geneva so long 
as to have got morally muddled; he had lost the right 
sense for the young American tone." 13 
Two years after Peter's return to ~merica, on his 
r-....~ 
. 
I 
\, 
waw to meet Cass in South Carolina, he visits his father \ 
in Virginia. This homecoming illustrates the theme "you 
· can't go home·again," and provides a commentary on 
contemporary American civilization which foreshadows { the ordeal or Cass. Peter sees his hometown "filled 
with nomads and the rootless and the uprooted''f (p.10), 
. and is •smitten with a sense of dislocation ••• n (p.10) • 
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Sensitive to the constant change which marks the history 
of America, he muses: 
Nothing in America remains fixed for long, 
but my old home town, Port Warwick, had 
grown vaster and n1ore streamlined and 
clownish-looking than I thought a decent 
southern town could ever become. (p.10) 
In America our landmarks and our boundaries 
merge, shift, and change quicker than we can 
tell: one day we feel rooted, and the carpet 
of our experience is a familiar thing upon 
which we securely stand. Then as if by 
some conjuring trick, it is ali yanked 
out from beneath us.... (p.11) 
-, 
Peter's father, a prophet ignored in his own country, 
anguishes over America's Awkward Age, the spiritual wasteland 
that economic prosperity has brought to the country: 
n ••• what this great land of ours needs is 
something to happen to it. Something ferocious 
and tragic, like what happened to Jericho or 
the cities of the plain--something terrible 
I mean, son, so that when the people have been 
through hellfire and the crucible and have 
suffered agony enough and grief, they'll be 
men again, human beings, not a bunch of smug 
contehted hogs, rooting at the trough ••• " (p.15) 
This mournful assessment of America•e illness and the 
painful remedy for it is a prelude to the sufferings of 
Cass. His agony as he flees across Europe is his personal. 
crucible. The impurity which must be burned out is hie 
extreme consciousness of self. Only after this occurs 
can he come to accept himself and his world. 
When Cass finally returns home, it is to an America 
which he has despised, loved, scorned, extolled for the 
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dying Michele, misunderstood, and neTer really le.ft. He 
has reached a state or peace, in which he no longer fights 
to comprehend man and God, but simply accepts living and 
being, "in the hope of being what [he can) be f'or a time ••• " 
(p.501}. Peter, too, has reached a state of grace. In the 
novel's epilogue Cass writes Peter: 
••• wanted to tell you how glad I am that 
: N.Y. goes O.K. for you now. You didnt (sicl ~ tell me her name but hope you will bring her 
down here some day. (pp.505-506) 
Cass also announces that he and Poppy are expecting another 
baby. A letter from the Naples hospital informs Peter that 
the Italian motorcyclist he injured has finally recovered 
from his coma. A postscript to this letter gives the 
additional information that di Lieto, readmitted f'or a 
broken collar bone suffered in a new accident, is 
recovering rapidly and has become engaged. Di Lieto•a 
fate is a parable condensing the human condition as set 
forth in Set This House on Fire: man is imperfect; he ia 
. indestructible. The book ends on a note of conditional 
optimism. Peter has told his Sambuco story and it haa,; 
served as a catharsis £or him. One can surmise that he 
has reached a plateau in his development, whence, Janus-like, 
he can gaze into the past and into the f'uture. The back-
ward.glance does not intimidate him as it did before he 
explored with Cass the signi£icance of' Sambuco. Peter•• 
new satisfaction With his life in New York and the 
, 
I 
.i. . 
1 
" I 
indication that he has found a wife suggest a hopeful. future. 
The unreliable narrator has reflected a personal 
\ 
account of the Sambuco story, perhaps as he saw it, 
perhaps as he wanted to see it. The truth, as filtered 
through his consciousness, is necessarily distorted, 
and our own image of Peter Leverett remains shaded with 
uncertainties. As James frequently did, Styron has used 
as narrator a limited obsez·ver whose vision is circumscribed 
by his own personality. Consequently, no single interpre-
tation is exclusively corx·ect. The ambiguity of Peter 
invites the reader's interpretation and makes the entire 
novel richer in interest and in meaning. 
, ..... 
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Notes for Chapter One 
1. A similarly long period of time would elapse 
between the appearance of Set rhis House on Fire and 
Styron's Pulitzer Prize winner and best seller The 
Confessions of Nat Turner in 1967. i//1 .,.,_ • 
2 David R. Slavitt, "Poetry, Novels, and Critics: 
A Reply," Yale Review, 51 (March 1962), 504. 
3 Sidney Finkelstein, Existentialism and Alienation 
in Am~~ican Literature (New York, 1965), p.215 • 
Man-nix and Kin-solving are both concerned with 
man's relation to the evil in himself and his world. 
5 John W. Aldridge, Time~~ ~rder an4- Create: .!11-! 
pontemEorary Novel in Crisis (New York, 1966}, p.4S. 
• 
6 Louis D. Rubin, Jr., nAn Artist in Bonds," Sewanee 
Review, 69 (Winter 1961), 175. According to Rubin, it is 
the reviews in serious literary quarterlies which really 
affect an author's reputation. Therefore he dismisses as 
. unimportant the unfavorable opinions of Set This House on 
• Fire in the popular press and, to pr\ove his point, notes 
that· they applauded Lie ~<?_~ in Darknelll!I, a book Rubin judges inferior to Set This House on Fire. 
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Jt7 
7 Richard Foster, •An Orgy of Conn1erce: William 
Styron's Set This House on Fire," 9ritique 3 (Summer 1960), 66 • 
g Orville Prescott, The New York Times, June), 1960, 29. 
9 Paul Scott, New ~tatesm~, 61 (Feb. 17, 1961), 271. 
10 Donald Malcolm, New Yorker, 36 (J11ne 4, 1960), 152. 
ll Malcolm, p.154. 
12 Will.ism Van O'Connor, "John Updike and William 
Styron:.· The Burden of Talent,, n Contem:eorary American .~ovelista, 
ed. Harry T. Moore, Southern Illinois Univ. Press (Carbondale, 
1964), pp. 218-219. 
13 Phoebe Adams, f\.tlantic ;Monthl:y:, 216 (July 1960), 97 • 
. Joseph G. Dahms, America, 103 (June 18,-1960), J81. 
15 Gunnar Urang, "The Broader Vision: William Styron's 
Set This House on Fire, n Critique, 8 (Winter 1965-66), 6J-6.4 •. 
16 Aldridge, p •. 45. 
17 Jerry H. Bryant, "The Hopeful Stoicism of William 
Styron, n South Atlantic Quarterly, 62 (Aut,1mn 1963), 549. 
18 Thomas F. Curley, nThe Quarrel With Time in American 
Fiction," American Scholar, 29 (Aut1Jmn 1960), 560. 
.. , 
----------~ 
• 
' .-, 
i. 
l.9 Robert Gorham Darts, "Styron and the Students," 
9ritique 3 (Summer 1960), 44. 
20 Aldridge, p. 49. 
21. Aldridge, p. 32. 
22 
Abraham Rothberg, "Styron's Appointment in Sambuco," 
T~ Ne_!! ~eader (July 4-11, 1960), 25. 
23 Reviewing the novel, Arthur Mizener summarized 
its value: "It all no doubt makes for good, if not exactly 
clean, fun if you do not talce it too seriously.• See 
June 5, 1960 issue, p. 26. 
Rubin, "An Artist in Bonds," 175. 
25 
Charles A.Fenton, "William Styron and the Age of 
the Slob, 11 South Atlantic Quarterl!, 59 (Fall 1960}, 475. 
' 26 Ibid. 
27,' 
See Aldridge, esp. pp.45-46; Misener, pp.5, 26; 
O'Connor, esp. pp. 218-221; Prescott, p.29; and Richard 
Schickel, "The Old Critics and the New Novel~" Wisconsin 
· Studies in Contem~orary Literature, 5 (Winter-Spring 1961), 
esp. p.Jl. 
28 
Finkelstein, p. 219. 
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29 Ihab Hassan, "The Character of Post-War Fiction in 
America,'' English Journal, 51 (Jan. 1962), 7. 
30 David L. Stevenson, "Styron and the Fiction o~ the 
Fifties," 9~itique, 3 (Summer 1960), 51. 
31 Lewis Lawson, ncass Kinsolving: Kierkegaardian 
Man of Despair," Wisconsin Studies in Contem:e_orary Literature, 
3 (Fall 1962), 55. 
32 Robert Detweiler, "William Styron and the Courage 
to Be," Four Spiritual Crises in Mid-Century XmericaD: 
Fiction, Univ. of Florida Monographs, (Fall, 1963), 6 • 
33 Detweiler, p. 13. 
34 David D. Galloway, The Absurd Hero in American 
;Fiction, (Austin 1966), p. • • • VJ..11. 
35 Galloway, pp. ix-x. 
36 Foster, p. 59. 
37 Marvin Mudrick, "Mailer and Styron: Guests of the 
Establishment," Hudson Revie~, 17 (Autumn 1964), 361 • 
3g Foster, p. 68. 
39 Urang, in Critique, p. 60. 
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40 Kenneth A. Robb, "William Styron's Don Juan,• 
Critique, 8 (Winter 1965-66), 34-45, esp. p. 34. 
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41 Jonathan Baumbach, "Paradise Lost: the Novels of 
William Styron," South Atlantic Quarterlr_, 63 (Sprigg 
· 1964), 216. AJ.so Foster, p. 64, and Mizener, p. 5. 
42 Rothberg, p. 79. See also Harvey Breit's review 
in Partisan Review, 27 {Summer 1960), p. 562. 
Notes for Chapter Two 
1 
Donne's sermon, inspired by Mark 16:16 and titled 
"HE THAT BELEEVETH NOT, SHALL BE DAMNED," was addressed 
"to the Earle 0£ Carlile, and his Company, at Sion," 
probably in 1622. 
2 
All page references to Set This Houee on Fire 
refer to the Random House edition noted in the bibliography 
and will be included parenthetically in the text. 
3 
This is seen in the rapacious quest 0£ the narrator 
of l'he Aspern Pa:eers, and • the way Mrs • Gereth in dominates 
Fleda Vetch's life • The §poils of Poynton. in In The f ~ ~~meri can Mrs. Tristram attempts to manipulate Newman's life and the 
narrator of The Author 0£ Beltraffio invades the Ambient 
family. 
4 
Louvz·e. 
In The American Newman views paintings in the 
Murillo's Madonna, Veronese ts Wedding at Cana, 
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a Marriag·e of St. Catherine, and Rubens' Marriage of 
Marie de Wedicis suggest both the marriage theme ~or 
Newman and Claire de Cintrt's entrance into a convent. 
The architecture of the Bellegarde home is similarly 
significant. Newman is oppressed by the ·building's 
exterior which reminds him of the blank walls of Eastei•n 
seraglios and of a convent. In Roderick Hudson a 
conversation on will power takes place in Geneva 
beneath a statue of Rousseau. 
' 
,·. 
' s Wil1aim Styron, nThe Preva1ence of Wonders," 
Nation, 176 (May 2, 1953), p. 370. 
6 See Urang article in Critique, p. 54. 
7 The fantastic cast of The Awkward Age. repeatedly 
shows this. So does the experience of Neil Paraday in 
The Death of the Lion. A further example is Newman's 
·'. 
treatment at the hands of the de Bellegarde aristocra.cy 
in The American. 
The reflector in James's The Spoils of Pointon. 
51 
9 Another version of the rhyme concludes: "And your 
children will burnt" This alternate ending more emphatically 
symbolizes Cass's dilemma. 
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Notes £or Chapter Three 
1 
Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago, 
1961}, p. 340. James's stories repeatedly illustrate 
the truth of this statement by Booth. The governess in 
The Turn of the Screw, Lyon in The Liar, the meddling 
fanatic in search o.f The Aspern Pap~rs, the paranoid 
narrator of The Author of Beltraffio, and the tutor in 
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